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ABSTRACT 

Children's attention to four cartoons was observed in 
a laboratory session at the end of a two-year longitudinal study of 
home television viewing. Age (5 or 7), verbal ability CPPVT-R score) 
and home viewing history were examined as predictors of visual 
attention. There were no age differences, but PPVT-R scores were 
positively related to attention. Attention was positively related to 
a history of viewing informative programs for children and negatively 
related to a history of viewing adult programs. The results were 
interpreted as showing that children who live in families with heavy 
diets of general television programs learn habits of inattention 
because the television becomes a constant background to family life 
and because the children are frequently exposed to programming that 
is beyond their level of comprehension, particularly if their general 
verbal ability is relatively low. By contrast, children who view 
informative programs extensively learn habits of paying attention 
from a diet of programming that is tailored to their levels of 
comprehension. (Author) 



****************************** v********************************^ 

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made * 

* from the original_document J ._ * 
***************************************** 



ERLC 



Cognitive Development ahJ Home Environment as Predictors 
of Children's Attention to Television 

-sf" Aietha C. Huston, Michelle St. Peters, Mildred Alvarez, and 




John C. Wright 



Center for Research on the Influence of Television on Children 

(CRITC) 

Department of Human Development 
University of Kansas 
Lawrence, Kansas 66045 
(913) 864-4406 



"PERMISSIONTO -REPRODUCE THIS 
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 

ToItHE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)." 



01 "ue«tioi«i ReiMieh and Improvement 
EDUCATIONAL^RESOuR|^S ^INFORMATION 



rTh« jjocumenf._has--be6n reproduced as 
•received »i^m the person or organization 
prigmaiing it 

D MLnpr changesMve been made to improve 
reproduction quality. 

• Points of view or opmi on s a la ted m in lidocu- 
menl do no^ necessarily represent official 
OERI position or policy 



00 



Presented at the American Psychological Association, Washington, D. C. 

August, 1986 

The research vas supported by grants from the Spencer Foundation and 
the National Institute of Mental Health (Mo. HH 39596) to Aietha C. 
Huston and John Wright and by an NICHHD Training Grant (No. 

1T32HD07173) to the Department of Human Development, University of 
Kansas, 



9 

ERLC 



2 



Abstract 

Children's attention to four cartoons vis observed in a 
laboratory session at the end of a two-year longitudinal study of home 
television viewing. Age (5 or 7), verbal Ibility CPPVT-R Bcore) and 
home-viewing history were examined as predictors of visual pttention. 
There were no age differences, but PPVT-R scores were positively 
related to attention. Attention was positively related to a history 
of viewing children's informative programs and negatively related to a 
nistdry of viewing adult programs. The results were interpreted as 
showing that children who live in families with heavy diets of general 
television programs learri habits of inattention because the television 
becomes a constant background to family life and because they are 
frequently exposed to programming that is beyond their level of 

comprehension, particularly if their general verbal ability is 

« ... 

relatively low. By contrast, children who view informative programs 
extensively learh habits of paying attention from a diet of 
programming that is tailored to their levels of comprehension. 



3 



Cognitive Development and Home Environment as Predictors 
of Children's Attention to Television 

The purpose of the study was to determine the effects of age, 
cognitive developmental level, television viewing history, and family ' 
variables on children's attention to television programs. Two types 
of developmental changes in attention to programming have been 
proposed (Huston & Wright^ 1983). In the first proposal, children's 
responsiveness to the perceptually salient forms of television, such 
as high action, sound effects, and visual special effects is expected 
to decline with development, and as children become habituated to the 
fi§ESgfituai qualities of television, their attention is expected to be 
increasingly guided by the informative form and content of the 
program. 

The second proposal (Anderson & torch, 1983) is that perceived 
program comprehensibility is a major determinant of attention. As 
children become more cognitively and linguistically sophisticated, 
they are able to understand an increasing amount of program content. 
Hence, attention is expected to ihcrelse with age and cognitive 
development during the early years. 

Developmental changes affecting attention to television were 
expected to be a function of experience with television as well as age 
and cognitive developmental level. Children with histories of heavy 
viewing, particularly watching animation and other programs containing 
high rates of formal features were expected to be farther along the 
developmental continuum of habituation to salient forms than light 
viewers. The opposite prediction can be made on the basis of program 
comprehensibility. Children with histories of viewing content similar 
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to that shown in the laboratory task might understand the content 
better and therefore be more attentive than children who are less 
familiar with the content (Collins, 1983). 

Previous studies have shown that attention to television does 
increase with age, at least until early elementary school (Anderson & 
Field, 1984; Wright, Huston, Ross, Calvert, Rolandelli, Weeks, Raessi, 
£ Potts* 1984). However, there is little information about the 
relation of attention to environmental mediators. Research 
investigating home viewing has shown that 1) parental regulation 
of television is instrumental in reducing the amount of viewing by the 
child (Cordez-Bolz, 1980; Singer S Singer, 1981), 2) older mimbers of 
a family hold the most power in choosing programs to be viewed (bull, 
1978), and 3) parental viewing patterns are a potent indicator of how 
much time a child spends viewing (Roberts; cited in McLedd, 
Fitzpatrick, Glynn* & Faiiis, 1982). 

The present study surveyed parental practices and attitudes 
toward television viewing. In keeping with previous findings, it was 
hypothesized that parental TV regulation and negative attitudes toward 
television would reduce the amount of viewing by the child, and thus 
indirectly affect attention to television in the lab. 

In the present study, children's attention to animated programs 
was observed at the end of a two-year longitudinal investigation of 
home television viewing. The sample consisted of 203 5- and 7- year 
olds who participated in a series of individual assessments. They 
were subdivided into two groups. Group A (N=lll) participated in a 
20-minute television viewing session in which triey watched four 
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cartoons with si m P ie plots and varying levels of action violence. 
They viewed alone in 5 small room where toys and drs*in£ ^teriais ; 
were available dia tractors. Visual Orientation to tP e screen Wa* 
coded continuously b X ah observer behind a one-way mi^r^ r * Attention 
was defined as the pr 0 p Ortion Q f t±m ^ the child looked 0 l screen. 
Group B <N=92> viewed two animated programs from PinVhe* 1 Jt B stin§ 
approximately I s min Utea. For purposes of another tftu^ the sound 
track occasionally d *9i*aded? the child could restore ^l^ r ^\y by 
pressing a lever. other aspects of the procedure »©f* identical 

across the two groups. 

The Peabody Picture Vocabulary test (PPVT-R) wis ai* Q 
administered, and par© nt g completed an interview and ■ cj a *$ticmnaifre 
designed to obtain Information about family demographic ^tributes, 
child characteristics, &nd parent attitudes about TV, child 
characteristics e*ami nf?c f in this e tiidy included their TV 
focus* social activiti^ and print use. The child's TV f°*xi0 assessed 
the extent to which th* child talked about TV and xi^ed intent in 
play. In addition* Paints were asked how much th^ J * children 

engaged in general eoci ai activities such as playing o^td°^0, playing 
quietly indoors, and Pitying with other children. Info** 0 *^ was 
also obtained rega rdi ng children's use of print mate r i^l > ^* often 
they used books, * a 9 a zifies, and newspapers arid how dfteh ^^y looked 
at books alone. 

Parent attitudes t^yard television were also aase^St?^ 
Specifically, parents' p OS itive or negative attitudes, TV 
encouragement, and TV regulation were assessed. A poeJti^ e attitude 
reflected parents' viev s that television had a good influ* 0 ^ on their 
children, whereas a heg^ tiVe attitude indicated parents' P^^tei that 
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teievision was a bad influence on their children. TV encouragement 
examined whether parents supported viewing at certain times ahd/br 
encouraged viewing specific programs by the child or family, TV 
regulation measured how often parents set limits on the content or 
amount of time children viewed. 

During the two years preceding the test session, parents 
filled out one-week television viewing diaries on five occasions, 
approximately six months apart. From these diaries, the child's 
frequency of exposure to four types of programs was computed: 
children's informative programs, other children's programs 
(primarily cartoons), adult informative programs, and other adult 

programs (e.g., situation comedies, soap operas). 

E§§yii§ and Conclusions 

Visual attention to the four cartoons" vas highly consistent. The 

median pairwise correlations for Group A was r (53) = 6.65 for the 

younger age group arid r (64) = 0.59 for the older group. The median 

pairwise correlations for Group B programs was r (49) = 0. 46 for the 

_ . " 1 

younger age group and r (58) = 0.73 for the older group. 

Initial analyses showed no relation of cohort or parent 
demographic attributes to attention. 

Predictors of attention were tested by biockwise multiple 
regressions. Gender was entered first; the second block contained the 
parent variables (e.g., TV encouragement and TV regulation); the third 
block contained the child variables (e.g., print use and social 
activities); and the final block contained the four viewing 
categories. After each block, stepwise selection occurred. The 
results appear in Tables 1 and 2. 
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On the whole, the analyses of Group B's attention to Pinwheei 
animated programs replicated the patterns found for •typical* 
cartoons. 

Overall, boys were more attentive then girls. Sex differences 
were not predicted^ but are consistent with a number of other findings 
in earlier studies (e.g., Wright, et al. , 1984). 

Peabody scores were positively associated with attention for both 
groups. The positive association of PPYT scores with attention is 
consistent with the prediction that attention would increase with the 
child's ability to Understand program form and content, but the 
absence of age differences raises questions about whether the result 
is a function of developmental change. All other child variables 
(viz., social activities, TV focus, and print use) were negatively 
related to attention; however, they were not significant predictors. 

Parent measures of attitudes and practices reveaJsd that parents of 
children who are most attentive to television had negative attitudes 
about TV and did not encourage television viewing or regulate it. 
This finding may indicate that the most attentive children are from 
homes in which television is not a focal activity-- in environment in 
which there is little viewing by the parents or child. Because 
parents do not encourage the use of television, and children do not 
watch in excess, there is no need for regulation. 

Home viewing during the second year (not the first year) was 
related to attention. Viewing child other (e.g., cartoons) and adult 
programs in the home were negatively related to attention for both 
groups. Attention in the lab was significantly and positively 
related to viewing child informative programs for Group A and 
negatively related (although not significant) to viewing child 
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informative programs for 6roup B; these patterns do not fit either 
set of predictions regarding the effects of home viewing; both 
theories proposed earlier would predict that cartoon viewing 
experience would be most important and that child informative viewing 
would be second in importance. 

One alternative explanation might be a more general deprivation- 
satiation hypothesis. Perhaps children who are exposed to large 
amounts of television at home are relatively satiated on television in 
general, and conversely, children with little television experience 
may be relatively deprived. This hypothesis would lead to the 
prediction that adult other programming should be the best predictor 
of attention because it accounted for 49% of the total amount of 
viewing time. Adult informative viewing, by contrast, accounted for 
11%; 'child informative accounted for 14%;* and child other accounted 
for 26%. 

These results seem best explained by expanding the focus of 
explanation beyond the child's cognitive processing level to attitudes 
and viewing habits learned in the family. Inattentive children had 
relatively low vocabulary scores and a history of "watching" a lot of 
adult television programming and relatively little child informative 
programming. In families where children are exposed to heavy doses of 
adult entertainment programs, the television is on many hours a day 
and may become background noise to much of family life; that is, 
family members model inattention. In addition, adult programming is 
often well beyond young children's comprehension abilities, so that 
children are probably often inattentive to it even when adults are 
attentive. The result may be a habit of low attention or mental 
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effort in processing teievision that generalizes even to programming 
that is veil within the child's ability to process, that habit may be 
most pronounced for children with relatively low verbal skills. 

By contrast, when children watch child informative programs, such 
as Sesame Street, parents may encourage attention to the content, and 
the content is optimally designed to be comprehensible to the young 
child (Rice^ 1984). Children who spend relatively more time viewing 
child informative shows (and relatively less time viewing adult 
programs) may develop habits of greater attention and mental effort 
that generalize and are enhanced by high verbal ability. 

In conclusion, these findings imply that attention to television, 
even to simplistic cartoons, is an indicator of more general 
attentions! patterns, with implications for information processing 
styles in general. they also suggest that the family teievision 
viewing environment is an important crucible for learning attitudes 
and cognitive skills during the early years. 



Footnote 

i 

Sample sizes for pairwise correlations were discrepant because they 
included subjects who had attention data but lacked home viewing data. 
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Table 1. Predictors of Visual Attention 
to "Typical" Cartoons 



Variables Beta p increment in R 2 



Overall R 2 .15 



Encourage TV -.22 .02 

PPVT .20 .03 

Child Informative .21 .04 

Adult informative -.19 .07 



Overall F (4,106) = 4.76, p .001 



.07 
.04 
.02 
.02 



Table 2. Predictors of Visual Attention 
to "Pinwheel" Cartoons 



Variables Beta p Increment in R 2 



Overall R 2 .19 

Overall F (4,87) = 5.16, p .01 



Gender -.25 .01 .05 

Adult Informative -.29 .004 .08 

PPVT .19 .05 .04 

TV Regulation -.16 .09 .02 
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